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Study suggests environment may impact
apes' ability to understand declarative
communication

March 15 2010

When we notice somebody pointing at something, we automatically look
in the direction of the gesture. In humans, the ability to understand this
type of gesturing (known as declarative communication) may seem to be
an automatic response, but it is actually a sign of sophisticated
communication behavior. Numerous studies have tried to determine if
great apes (for example, chimpanzees and bonobos) are able to
understand declarative communication, but results have been mixed.

Psychological scientists Heidi Lyn and William Hopkins from Agnes
Scott College and Jamie Russell from the Yerkes National Primate
Research Center examined if exposure to different human
communicative environments would affect understanding of declarative
signals in chimpanzees and bonobos. Three groups of apes were tested in
this study.

One group consisted of chimpanzees that had been raised in standard
laboratory housing; although they had regular contact with humans, these
interactions were limited to basic animal-care contexts such as feeding.
The other two groups of apes consisted of chimpanzees and bonobos that
had been raised in socio-linguistically rich environments, where they
were routinely exposed to complex communicative interactions with
humans. In the current experiment, the apes participated in an object-
choice task — they had to choose between two containers, one of which
contained a food reward. The placement of the food in one of the
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containers was hidden from the apes, and a researcher indicated the
correct container by pointing, vocalizing, or both.

The results, reported in Psychological Science, a journal of the
Association for Psychological Science, indicate interesting differences
between chimps and bonobos raised in socio-linguistically rich
environments and chimps raised in standard laboratory housing. The
bonobos and chimps that had been reared in the highly communicative
environments performed significantly better than chimps that had been
reared in standard laboratory settings in the pointing, vocalizing, and
pointing-and-vocalizing conditions. Further analysis revealed that the
best results occurred when the researcher simultaneously pointed and
vocalized towards the correct container. This finding supports earlier
studies that suggest visual cues enhance performance on auditory tasks.

These results indicate that apes may have the potential for understanding
declarative communication and this potential may be achieved in
specific environments. The authors conclude, "Because the ability to
acquire declarative comprehension is common to both apes and humans,
researchers must look elsewhere for a candidate biological change that
allowed for the evolution of human language and cognition."
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